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Abstract--In 15th century Italy, a group f new imaginative d vices appeared which we recognize as 
typifying what we call the Renaissance, many of which share a common, usually hidden characteristic--- 
a meeting or crossing of axes of information ata focal point which in turn radiates its power outward 
into a circular pattern. This quasisymmetfical motif appears inartistic theory, certain paintings, plans 
and details of architecture, in renovations of townscapes, in the planning of new towns, in political 
tendencies, and in philosophical and theological beliefs. On a deep level, it becomes one of the hallmarks 
of much contemporary nd later human expression. 
Chartres Cathedral (1194-1220) may well have been constructed on the geometrical ideas 
garnered out of close reading of Plato's Timaeus, since it was in the famous Cathedral School 
of Chartres that these studies were pursued. But whether or not the theories pondered there 
were part of the design of the church, the mathematics apparent in the edifice displayed clearly 
the use of chalkline, compass, and plumbline in its visible features according to some code. 
The splendid geometry of the Gothic cathedral, primarily a creation of mastermasons and 
designers within the royal domains in and surrounding Paris, was largely inspired by the Chartrain 
triumph, and this French style spread across much of Europe (Fig. 1). Through a number of 
transformations and incrustations, it remained the dominant style in Europe until a new mode 
emerged in the 15th century which announced a simpler mathematics in architectural design. 
The "modern" forms, before the revisionist reaction which we call the Renaissance, had, as 
one feature, an organizing around movement, around time, and around narrative that is found 
not only in architecture but also in numerous other imaginative creations ranging from manuscript 
illuminations to the makeup of towns. This contemporary concern was in large part unawares. 
A treatment of this imaginative figure will be reserved for another essay to be published shortly. 
Today a figure that seems almost a replacement of the Medieval one will be our subject. 
One place where this Gothic narrative was not an expected commitment of an architect 
was in Tuscany, which managed to maintain a local building style throughout the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance. With a renewal of interest in old Roman remains, Florentine architects 
modified the indigenous forms with Roman motifs. It is this mode, touched by the supple 
brilliance of Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446), which was the first expression in visual art of 
what we now recognize as a starting point of the Early Renaissance. The new style was not 
merely a concern with pillars and pilasters rather than piers, colonnades rather than giant nave 
arcade~ round instead of pointed arches, linteled windows, pediments, the four orders and all 
the other Vitruvian trappings of imperial Rome, not merely with an attempt to render static the 
dynamic swoops of the Gothic by means of rectangularities, not merely the reduction in building 
size nor the treatment of buildings as monuments, nor the interest in reestablishing the wall 
after its Medieval mason had opened it up until he produced a vaulted, stone cage. A belief in 
the Pythagorean harmonies encouraged by a Platonic revival moved architects to erect 
buildings in a new system of proportions and modularity culled out of Vitruvius (lst century 
B.c.) and out of direct archeological investigation of Roman ruins as exemplars of Vitruvian 
mathematical orderings, and also, I believe, out of the medieval university quadrivium an 
interrelated group of cosmic ideas was announced. Its earliest voice was the Florentine Leon 
Battista Alberti (1404?-1472), who, in his De pictura (1435), De re aedificatoria [On Archi- 
tecture] (written between 1443 and 1452), and De statua (1464) puts forth the manifestos and 
handbooks of the new art. Out of musical theory, we can abstract he mathematical ratios and 
propositions that are present in musical harmony and that are capable of arithmetical and 
geometrical description and hence may be used in the ordering of architecture. These musical 
and mathematical e ements are universal, and our approbation of an artwork designed according 
to them is because of our very makeup as humans. But these discussions of the geometry of 
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Fig. 1. The choir vaults at the cathedral church of Our Lady at Amiens (begun in 1220 by Robert de Luzarches 
and completed after 1258 by Thomas de Cormont), hanging 144 ft overhead, isplay pointed arch, rib vaults, 
the stone cage of glass, the restless motion of line, the dynamism ofthrust and counterthrust, thepatterning of 
light and dark, and the episodic entry into new, unrevealed spaces. 
things and the artifacts that men and women made because of their belief in them had as a 
byproduct (or perhaps as an unrecognized cause) a stylistic mark which appeared not merely 
in architecture but in other human designs--artistic, literary, civic, political, philosophical, 
theological. 
The new involvement with geometric ordering of mental and physical objects, which arose 
first in 15th century Florence and expanded from Tuscany to all of Europe, has been studied 
so frequently that I shall not try to rehearse the scholarship here; Wittkower provides a record 
of earlier discussions. My interest is with a single pervasive imaginative model that was structured 
by crossing axes of information making a strong definition of their intersection, imparting added 
energy to the center of the construct, which then served as a focus to the generally radial 
arrangement that resulted. Often the figure developed out of an initial center point and radius, 
inverting the former sequence. The forms sometimes becomes a star or a half-circular or spherical 
form or other less-clear manifestations, but what is always present is the multiaxial symmetry 
about he point. The ubiquity of the image suggests to me that it is an ordering device basic to 
the Renaissance imagination. While the arrangement occurs before this period and since, it is 
so widespread and often unconscious as to be one of the hallmarks of many a Renaissance 
thing, just as narrative movement in time is a hallmark of many a Medieval thing. 
The radial axes are found in connection with other ecognizably Renaissance motifs. There 
is, for instance, the Renaissance belief in man as a free-standing metaphysical object rather 
than a figure in a spiritual niche on the skin of a huge architectural synthesis dedicated to God. 
While was not ready to defy the heavens like Byron's Childe Harold and to call destruction 
down on himself like the 20th century man for he still thought of himself as a Christian 
(indeed, as a refined and more advanced one than his ordinary, modem, Gothic neighbor)-  
he began to enjoy more luxuriously than men had heretofore the notion that he was somehow 
the epitome of the universe, containing existence (like a stone), growth and vitality (like a 
vegetable), mobility and spirit (like an animal), and intelligent spirituality (like an angel). He 
was the microcosm, the bearer of the image of God. Pico della Mirandola went so far as to 
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claim that men could become gods. Since he was made in God's image and was a summary 
of the cosmos, he was not surprised to see himself physically as the measure of all things, 
however superficial such literalness might seem (Figs. 2, 3). That this was a distorted view of 
the anatomy is irrelevant; what was in his head--the image--was of his own central position 
at which all modes of existence crossed and around which the astronomical universe rotated. 
He depicted his body as some kind of cosmic yardstick by drawing himself as inscribed in a 
circle with his arms and legs radiating out to act as the definers of the circle. He reaches out 
to be the measure of geometric form, of the arrangement of the world and of the stars: the 
cosmos radiates from him, he is its center--with the implication that he orders or begets it in 
some sense. The harmony of the universe is found in its suitability to himself (Fig. 4). This 
geometric man was not limited to such diagrams• In his idealization of himself, he examined 
his own body and found it most satisfactory--so satisfactory that the nude became a frequent 
object for the painter and the sculptor. Like the nudes of other ages, the new nude was not an 
attempt o imitate the human physiology in any photographic way but instead developed into 
some ideal form--an aesthetic model, a genre; the ideal Renaissance form conformed to the 
geometric pattern which we are investigating. As Sir Kenneth Clark remarked of nude sculpture, 
• . . the antique male nude is like a Greek temple, the flat frame of the chest being carried 
on the columns of the legs; whereas the Renaissance nude is related to the architectural 
system that produced the central-domed church; so that instead of th  sculptural interest 
depending on a simple, frontal plane, a number of axes radiate from one center. Not only 
the elevation but, so to say, the ground plans of these figures would have an obvious 
relationship to their respective architectures [11, p. 45]. 
We shall return to the architectural parallels. Just for a moment we might move from the 
consideration of the figure of man within the circle to consideration of the circle itself. 
The circle which man's body defined was also a talisman. Alberti says, 
It is manifest that Nature delights principally in round Figures, since we find that most Things 
which are generated, made or directed by Nature, are round. Why need I instance the Stars, 
Trees, Animals, the Nests of Birds, or the like Parts of the Creation, which she has chosen 
to make generally round? 
He goes on to derive several polygons from the circle which inscribes them; all the polygonal 
buildings that are implied would be based on the radii of such circles, that is, they are constructed 
out of the circle--are derivatives of it[3, p. 138]. Circular plans, as we shall see, became an 
Fig. 2. Instead of the usually depicted Leonardo figure, it is instructive to see Francesco Giorgio's flaccid effort 
in his De Harmonia Mundi (1525) and Cesariano's monstrous one (Fig. 3) in his 1521 edition of Vitruvius to 
organize the geometry of the circle around man's belly button. 
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Fig. 3. See caption to Fig. 2. 
admired form, and architectural critics begin to argue for the superiority of the circular church 
and the centrally planned church rather than the usual cruciform one, even though the latter 
was more functional for Catholic ritual. Instead of vaulting or polygonal towers at the crossing 
of the transepts, round domes--hemispherical or vaulted--were used. Painters, I find, did not 
use the circle as a compositional device to any extraordinary extent. However, the painting or 
the sculptural relief or casting were more often designed for and placed in a round frame than 
ever before. Moritz Hauptmann i  his study of such rotondos finds dozens of 15th century 
exemplars, Italian and Florentine. We can recall readily the work of the Della Robbias and of 
Fra Filippo Lippi. Piero della Francesca nd Botticelli often depicted the human head as rounded 
into a regular egg shape (Figs. 5 and 6), and Botticelli n addition often provided carrot-like 
limbs to his figures, as the Venus on the Half-shell (Fig. 7) and his Primavera. The regularization 
of the human shape into Albertian rounded shapes is the generation of a circular cross section, 
which reduces the human to an underlying eometrical demand. 
Besides the subservience to the intersecting axes of the circle, sphere, and cylinder, we 
may notice the painter's discovery of vanishing point perspective. The Medieval illuminator 
knew of the three-dimensional modelling of a shape and of the lighting of such a shape, of 
aerial perspective, of recession by size and by colors and by height in the composition, and of 
the overlapping of planes. All of these imitate "reality," how we see. But the theorists, 
delighting in yet another use of geometry, produced geometric perspective--a device which 
postulates a picture plane and at least one vanishing point which gathers at one place all the 
linear rays from that plane into a simulation of life. This artistic trick had two interesting effects. 
It locked the observer to a particular place in relation to the picture plane if he was to enjoy 
the full effect of the view; his eye became a mirror of the vanishing point, with all the rays of 
the depiction gathering together in his eye. The second effect was that the artist attempts to 
assert hat space is volumetric; it is no longer merely a transparent medium, or a place, or a 
series of stations, but it has definable area (this is the first great cartographic age) and depth-- 
it has length, width, and height and can be boxed in. If the artist's view of the world is an 
imitation of the world, then man beholds the painting trapped at a focal point looking into 
volumetric space with all the points on the objects of nature radiating lines toward his eye and 
his judicious intelligence. He is imagined as being created at the center of a universe which 
radiates out from him, as if he is in some way its generator, or at least, the justification of its 
generation, and its sole upholder. He is the intersection of all streams of information, he is the 
center and perhaps the source of the universe. Unavoidably Pico, following a verbal track rather 
than a pictorial one, ended in heresy. Such new dogmas of man's place in the universe were 
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Fig. 4. A convenient if late rendition of an orderly universe in Robert Fludd's Utriusque cosmi maioris scilicet 
et minoris metaphysica, physica atque technica historia (Oppenheim, 1617) in which the geocentric cosmos, 
the planetary influences, the metals, the el ments, everything is ordered according to the convenience of that 
paragon of animals--man; Mother Nature is but his servitor. 
confirmed in these excited Italian minds because of the way the nature of space and of vision 
affirmed for them an's harmonious place in the universe. Why one would want to be the 
center of the universe is a puzzle until we have explored this desire for the array of other such 
centerings. Even the vanishing point is placed on the central vertical axis of the painting, often 
near the central horizontal axis, and often at their intersection. Geometric perspective also sees 
space not as lighted or infinite or circumstantial but as volumetric; by it space was captured, 
conquered, controlled. The mere notion of treating the objects in the Renaissance perspective 
box as if they assumed shape in volume (rather than mere space) and, like dolls in a child's 
playhouse, stood erect and were seen to behave like live things in that fully captured volume 
was the source of power over matter. Later, in the High Renaissance, Raphael (1483-1520) 
modified the geometry of painterly penetration of the surface by using a spiral to organize the 
figures on the flat plane, by showing a single figure twisting into a spiral or by arranging a 
number of bodies or elements into an upward swirling helix. Here more complicated geometries 
are seen to occur within the perspective geometry (often repressed), a tableau not denied until 
the 17th century Northern artists Rubens and Rembrandt denied it (Rubens by explosions of 
virtuoso color splashes and Rembrandt by a Manichean confrontation of light and dark) to 
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Fig. 5. A detail from Piero della Francesca's fresco in the Church of St. Francis in Arezzo depicting some of 
the retinue of the Queen of Sheba on her visit to Solomon. Hairdo, nose, and hat are affixed to eggs. If God 
did not arrange h ads thus, we can provide what is deficient with the circle's perfecting touch. This cubistic 
abstraction was usual in Piero, Paolo Uccello, Sandro Botticelli, and other 14th century painters. 
reassert he pictorial and two-dimensional quality, even though both preserve the illusionistic 
push by the painter into the wall. There are other ways in which High Renaissance and Mannerist 
painters adjusted the optimistic Early Renaissance models, but this belief that geometrical 
perspective reflected reality was so steadfast that all the later manipulations play against his 
strongly converging axial vector. But the use of our figure in the High Renaissance is beyond 
our search in this essay. 
In passing, we might notice that one effect of such centralizing symmetries and near 
symmetries i  to give the composition a certain balance, a stasis on a point of rest, a calm 
moment. Either as a result of this, or as a mutual effect of the theory of harmonies, which 
would focus on fixed proportional relationships rather than the onflowing of the melody or the 
story, there is a frequent reatment of instants in time. Medieval artists were not averse to a 
serial presentation i a succession of united panels or in a single frame which presented connected 
events differing in time in one universal vision (Fig. 8). Instead of a narrative view chrono- 
logically arranged, the new artist (Fig. 9) often gives us a selected crucial moment of his legend 
around which other undepicted acts which we are expected to recall are balanced as cause or 
as result. To dramatize this instantaneousness, the artist often displays a fragment of a great 
story, whose importance is as yet unrecognized by the spectators, who casually go about their 
business without awareness. 
Ordinarily builders as builders would not have been interested in perspective drawings 
because such a technique would not present mensurated rawings from which masons and 
carpenters could work. Wolfgang Lotz in a classic essay discussing extant drawings and state- 
ments[23, pp. 1-18] allows that perhaps such a rendering might have been useful to help a 
client understand a proposed structure, but there is little evidence of such a use for perspectives 
as working documents. According to Lotz, the 14th century Florentine architect built a largish 
wooden model, apparently after he had explained his drawing of the plan to the client's sat- 
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gig. 6. That Piero was serious about radial centricity is shown in this sketch from his De perspectiva pingendi 
(On Perspective inPainting), written between 1480 and 1490. By perspective in his title he means geometry 
and little else. These drawings uggest that Piero sought out a radialism to give structure, just as Kenneth Clark 
speaks of cross sections of nudes. 
isfaction. It seems that the model and plan and the direction of the architect on the site were 
sufficient. There are the stories of Brunelleschi's locking up his large model for the dome of 
S. M. del Fiore in a building to prevent his rival Ghiberti from seeing its solution and on another 
occasion of his angry destruction of his model for a proposed palazzo when Cosimo de'Medici 
declined it as so elaborate that it would arouse envy. Alberti prefers the use of the model as 
the principal tool of design[3, pp. 22-23], Despite its lack of technical accuracy, perspective 
drawing and the imaginary control it gave to the presentation of a space had its appeal for 
architects. Antonio Manetti (1423-1491) describes Brunelleschi's constructing adgets to give 
the illusion of perspective space. On one occasion, he painted on a panel an exact depiction of 
the piazza in front of the cathedral in the middle of whose square sits the Baptistry church S. 
Giovanni, but for the sky he contrived a mirrored surface of burnished silver meeting the edges 
of the buildings in his rendition. When viewed through another mirror held at arm's length and 
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Fig. 7. Botticelli abstracts from and regularizes the human form to reach some level of Platonic transcendent 
forms; as the principal device for these idealizations, he employs the roundures of the circle--the sphere, the
tube or tubular, the egg, the arc, and such--in his painting of the Birth of Venus (after 1482), now in the Uffizi 
in Florence. 
looked at through a hole in the panel, the beholder saw an apparently exact reproduction with 
clouds moving over the buildings. But the mirror had to be held in proportion to the distance 
that the painter was from S. Giovanni. 
Since in such a painting it is necessary that the painter postulate beforehand a single point 
from which his painting must be viewed, taking into account he length and width of the 
sides as well as the distance, in order that no error would be made in looking at it (since 
any point outside of that single point would change the shapes to the eye), he made a hole 
in the painted panel . . .[24, p. 44]. 
This is the reason, Manetti adds, that the hole was made--to compel the beholder to be in the 
right place. A requirement of perspective painting is that the observer is obliged to be on-line 
at an ideally fixed focus of the converging rays from the object. He is captured in space by the 
very device that creates the effect, just as beholders of perspective paintings are. The author 
of the anonymous Life describes how Alberti amazed his Roman friends with scenic perspective 
boxes which put the observer's eye at the focus of all the lines coming from the painting 
[according to John Spencer[l], pp. 105-106, note 27]. An architecture that was often based 
on a typology of small- or middle-sized works elevated on a pedestal and freestanding as a 
monument or art object, might be set off from other buildings by perspective alignments; 
likewise, those Early Renaissance paintings that weighted down streets with elongated massive 
masonry (boxed in the form of palazzi) would naturally provide perspective ffects, being 
foreshortenings of the rectangular and rectilinear. But when the architect shaped larger parts of 
the city above the scale of the single building, he might (but did not always) resort to a playing 
with perspective. The Belvedere Gardens in the Vatican were deliberately ordered to emphasize 
geometrical perspective so that it would perform as an organizing device, but here we are already 
in High Renaissance design. 
However intrigued Early Renaissance architects were with geometrical xes giving a focused 
perspective, in their actual drawings and structures we can see frequent displays of centralizing 
devices (the circle, the round arch and vault, the dome) all inviting analysis into a continuum 
of radial axialities intersecting at a central point. The circle (or derivatives--the pentagon, the 
octagon, etc.) in plan was not an invention of the Florentine architects, nor was it merely an 
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aping of pagan Roman practice. Constantinian Christian rotundas were still in use in Rome, as 
were several Carolingian examples in the North; the form was in use in Italy in baptistries. 
Brunelleschi used it for the sacristy of San Lorenzo in Florence, and for a free-standing church 
in Santa Maria degli Angeli (1434) (Fig. 10), though it was never completed. Alberti, Filarete 
(writing between ca. 1457 and 1464) Francesco di Giorgio Martini (writing between 1482 and 
1492) all commended its appropriateness for churches, and the form was widely used in Italy 
in the 15th century. Wittkower[31, p. 20] names 13 such designs, excluding mere chapels and 
sacristies, which were also numerous; Wolfgang Lotz[22] and Staale Sinding-Larsen[30] also 
trace the form, the latter adding several more to Wittkower's list (Appendix I). Sinding-Lar- 
sen[30] especially reveals the opposition of the clergy to such designs as being inconvenient to
ritual and custom and as being copies of pagan temples, but so strong was the architect's 
advocacy of the circle and its derivatives that these plans flowered even more in the next century. 
In such churches, the architects preferred the high altar to be at the center, though they often 
agreed to place it on the circumference opposite the main entrance. The Greek cross was also 
recommended and built, sometimes as a compromise form for the more desirable circular form, 
but it also displays a multiple axial arrangement around a common point, from which all other 
parts of the church (in an ideal plan) might be visible. Such circular or Greek-cross architectural 
interiors are best understood by standing at the focus and looking in each direction to discover 
Fig. 8. Completed in 1423, this altarpiece by Gentile da Fabriano is in the International Gothic style. Its narrative 
character ~s seen in the main picture of the Adoration of the Magi which shows in the background two stages 
of their approach to the final episode of the Adoration. But this large picture is but an episode in a larger 
narrative: underneath in the predella, we witness the Nativity before the Magi's appearance and simultaneously 
the Gloria in excelsis to the shepherds on the hills, the Flight into Egypt (after their appearance), and the 
Circumcision. But before all this, we see up in the gables the angel Gabriel announcing across to the filigree 
and the face of God the Father to Mary that she is to be the mother of God the Son through the agency of God 
the Holy Ghost. The story goes even further back into the writings of the prophets who support the rondels 
which frame angel, Father, and Mother. Not an instant merely, but the whole intercausal myth is laid out. 
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Fig. 9. Piero's The Flagellation (between 1458 and 1466) provides examples ofgeometrical perspective care- 
fully, even intricately (see R. Wittkower and B. A. R. Carter, The Perspective ofPiero della Francesca's 
"Flagellation", Journal of Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Vol. 16, pp. 292-302, London, 1953) worked 
out, and advertised by the pavement patterns and the foreshortening of pictured architecture. The instant of time 
is at the moment before the first whip descends; the torturer to Christ's left lifts his whip and leans back, Christ 
looks at his whip hand as does the second torturer who also holds his whip ready; Christ's body is as yet 
unmarked. Three modern men, who occupy half the painting, stand i  casual conversation, oblivious to the 
Passion of Jesus; they seem to bethe three tormentors in the dress of contemporary Urbino, the one on the left 
even assuming the posture of the turbaned tormentor. 
the symmetrical disposition of the members (Fig. 11). Moving off this point obscures this view 
somewhat. As with geometrical perspective, the beholder is ideally locked at one point to realize 
the work, which then reveals its design instantaneously. As with the paintings, the architecture 
produces a fixity, a calm, that is much unlike the Gothic activity and dynamism, and the Gothic 
concealments. The intense interest in circles is also seen in elevations, especially in the interiors, 
where the rounded floor plan is reflected by the circle molding at the edge of the central dome 
floating over the hemispherical rches niched into the circumference, the pendentives and other 
open spaces being marked by circular oculi or by tondi (Fig. 12). As with many Early Renaissance 
motifs, the use of the round arch rather than the contemporary, Gothic pointed arch provided 
the triple satisfactions of the perfection of the circular, of the learned classical reference, and 
of the rejection of the "Medieval." Antonio Averlino, called Filarete (1400?-1465?) in his 
imaginary dialogue with Francesco Sforza explains to his patron that round arches are superior 
to pointed ones- -"poor ,  modem" rather than the arte antica; they do not arrest he eye from 
continuous movement along their circular outline[13, pp. 102-103]. As elsewhere in the expres- 
sions of the day we find a conscious attempt o foster a rejection of the traditional European 
imaginative patterns and an acceptance of a new way of imagining, based, as can be seen, upon 
ancient Roman exemplars and Greek philosophy. Filarete's argument for the round arch may 
entail the round vault, and where a fiat timber ceiling under a large timber gabled roof was not 
applied (a traditional Italian practice) a large oblong room might be vaulted with the simplicity 
and immediate availability of the barrel vault rather than the interdependencies and excitement 
of the "Medieval" rib vault. Over circular and related forms, over the center of the Greek 
cross, and over the crossing of the traditional Latin-type cross the architect preferred to place 
a dome, which was sometimes hemispherical nd sometimes a rounded octagon, curving upward 
to give an interior that appeared hemispherical to the beholder standing at his fixed-point focus 
below. 
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0 75 Feet ~_ , _ ,  ~ Fig. 11. This plan for the church in the fictional city of 
r- . . . .  t Sforzinda is the design of Filarete. It is made up of a 
0 25 Metres central octagon, each side ofwhich opens into a hall or 
nave connecting with a further room or chapel. Thus, a 
Fig. 10. Brunelleschi's S. Maria degli Angeli in Flor- Greek cross i  formed, and then rotated 45 ° to form a 
ence was begun in 1434 but discontinued in 1437; this second cross. The ensemble is crowned by a central dome 
reconstruction from the ground floor walls and contem- and four comer towers. Only the corridors connecting 
porary engravings ba ed on lost drawings was by Ni- the towers (forming a perfect square) are largely invisible 
cholas Pevsner[27, Fig. 127]. It is possibly the first Ren- from the central focus in the octagon, which controls he 
aissance rotunda church, complex. 
The concern with centricity is discernible in the organization of spaces larger than a single 
building. Medieval urban spaces had been developed into what is felt by the pedestrian as a 
series of episodes--narrow spaces turning and curving away fore and aft, followed by movement 
out of shadow into broad, sunlit open spaces into which debouch other streets, sometimes by 
means of almost slit-like entries. In the street, one cannot anticipate what is around the next 
turn, and in the piazza, the ordering is without a strong concern for symmetry or other geometrical 
ordering. To turn to a later but much admired example of the new vision, when Michelangelo 
reordered the buildings on top of the Capitoline Hill, he ignored the circumstantial history of 
the place by removing the easy connection with the Santa Maria in Ara Coeli by appliquing 
facades onto the Palazzi Senatorio and Conservatori, by erecting a third building to satisfy a 
desire to enclose his space and to block out the old church from the new square, by stationing 
the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius at a focus of the now inwardly turned space, and by 
paving the area with instructional, directional lines. When the Florentine Bernardo Rosselino 
(1409-1464) came to redesign the home village of Pope Plus II (regn. 1458-1464) at Pienza 
(Fig. 13) he also sought to cut out of the infinitude of earth and sky a controllable space by 
means of his buildings--cathedral,  residences, palazzi - -so as to contain the interest of the 
beholder by walling him in, as it were, into a geometrically designed space (an urban interior, 
as it were) arranged subtly and brutally to focus the lines of attraction on the west front of his 
church. As Guilio Argan said of Pienza, 
The novelty in the Renaissance oncept of space lay in the fact that perspective was no longer 
considered as the law of our vision but as a constructive rule of space itself; consequently, 
it was important as a principle of distribution of buildings in the design of the cityl4, p. 21]. 
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Fig. 12. The Pazzi Chapel was designed by Brunelleschi atonce as a private chapel forthe Pazzi family and 
as the chapter house for the monks of Santa Croce; it was erected ca. 1440-1461. An oblong, from its center 
at the intersection f its diagonals, the altar (here to the right) is set before one, set back in a square, identical 
fight and left views, with t e entrance atone's back. Round arches, rondels, oculi abound, and a fibbed ome 
floats overhead. The church is immediately understood from this focal point. 
Such adjustments of common space according to some hitherto unrecognized rhetoric intimates 
that there may have been some pattern or figure of an ideal city in the minds of the architects. 
Indeed, Alberti describes the proper ordering for each element of the city piece by piece, as if 
he had a perfect city in mind, while Filarete unambiguously sets out to design such a city as a 
whole. Not surprisingly, his Sforzinda is composed of converging symmetrical axes into a 
common center, making an eight-pointed star inscribed in a circle (Fig. 14). Di Giorgio Martini 
provides several plans of ideal cities--all more or less octagonal, usually with axial streets 
radiating out to the walls from the center point or a central square (Fig. 15). When the Englishman 
St. Thomas More writes his dialogue of Utopia early in the next century, the whole island is 
a circle with an inland bay. It is possible to trace this concern with multiaxial symmetry in 
literature, but the examplars that occur to me most readily are in the 16th century, and beyond 
our present scope; I shall deal with them in another place. 
Later, actual towns in Italy were constructed in the 16th century, when several were also 
established in the rest of Europe, and these generally form star shapes with streets radiating out 
from a central focus (e.g. Palmanova in Fruili) or stellated grid patterns with a central square 
at the meeting of transversing avenues (e.g. Villeneuve at Nancy). Almost always present in 
any adjustments in an old town or in the founding of a new town was an assertion of a center 
for the whole, from which pathways led to the periphery, springing out like the rays from a 
man's eye as he commanded the perspective scene. The ideal visual appearance of the urbanscape 
is depicted by painters, sometimes as background but sometimes as an object for itself (Fig. 
16). It is usually a view of a piazza whose pavement is marked with a checkerboard pattern or 
lines to emphasize its ordering in the picture panel by geometric perspective with buildings 
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Fig. 13. This view of the cathedral square and the west front of the Cathedral of Pienza, an urban space that 
was erected at a stroke around 1460 by Bernardo Rossellino for Pope Pius II Piccolomini. The buildings have 
enclosed a space on four sides, forming a fifth room or shape, The palazzo to the left and right are axially tilted 
so as to draw together as they extend past the Cathedral, thus foreshortening the piazza and emphasizing the 
Cathedral front• An example of use of perspective lines to design urban space and to control the beholder. 
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Fig. 14. Filarete's Sforzinda inscribes a st r inside a 
circular wall and focuses in their center principal build- 
ings. Faint radii (perhaps visible in the photograph) con- 
nect the center in the central building with the 16 points Fig. 15. Two ideal cities by Francesco di Giorgio Mar- 
of the star, as if the power there generated this secondary tini showing radial streets whose axes cross the central 
wall, which blocks off a direct access by an invader piazza, which is the focus of interest. The bottom of the 
fortunate nough to capture one of the ports, pair is a hill city. 
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Fig. 16. A late 15th century view of an imaginary city attributed to Piero or his "school," made for the ducal 
palace at Urbino. The sterility of this urban setting is only partly a result of the absence of people. The piazza's 
center is asserted by a monumental building, raised from the level of the pavement; it is a circular structure. 
imagined after the new fashion set as geometric blocks in an almost stage-set frigidity and 
stillness. The onlooker is held at his focal point as one center while the painting itself recedes 
to another center (Fig. 17). 
Beyond the realm of art and of theory, and the planning of townscapes and towns, in the 
domain of politics we can see further examples of this centralizing movement, The history of 
Florence in the 15th century can be seen as the gradual capture of power by the Medici from 
the oligarchic republic ruled by the councils of merchant burghers----in fact if not in t i t le- -unt i l  
in 1478 the Pazzi conspiracy caused Lorenzo to make his control of the city overt; his son was 
able to " inher i t"  his primal position, and despite many vicissitudes in the first half of the next 
century actual titular power over Florence was centered in the head of the family. Elsewhere 
in Italy republican communes fell to strong men, who established hereditary princedoms. In 
Fig. 17. One of the wall frescoes of the Sistine Chapel is by Pietro Perugino, Giving the Keys to St. Peter 
(1481). This central act, justifying the Sistine Chapel, Sixtus IV as pope, and the supremacy of  Chair of 
Peter and of the Church of Rome, is depicted in processions of figures left and right: all heads on the same 
level except Peter's; they stand in  checkerboard land declaring geometrical perspective and containing an 
elevated, octagonal, absolutely symmetrical building with a nearly hemispherical dome flanked at a distance 
by two triumphal rches. The buildings float over the heads of Christ and the passive apostles and modem 
Italians who witness the giving of the keys. In the space between the three edifices and the line of heads tiny 
figures flit, unaware of the great event or he monuments; they play games, a tiny aint addresses a casually 
collected crowd of young gentlemen, and a miniscule Stephen Protomartyr is being stoned to death. The three 
bands are pictorially united only by the recession f the squares of the checkerboard. Though this Renaissance 
piazza is peopled, it is cold and somehow void of energy other than the impulsions of geometry. The narrative 
structure--several related events (the preaching of the word and the beginning of the testimony of martyrs' 
blood coming from the giving of the keys) reported in the picture--is till Gothic. 
A recurring geometrical pattern i the Early Renaissance imagination 995 
France, after the disunity between the king and fractious nobles who sided with the English in 
the Hundred Years War against heir chief amongst peers, Anjou and Provence came into the 
royal domain upon the death of the last male inheritor in 1481, and the next year saw the 
lordship of Picardy and Burgundy passed to Louis XI, while Charles VIII won Brittany by arms 
and marriage in 1491. Instead of a disunified, even warring internal arrangement, much of what 
we call France was now centralized under the direct control of the crown, with "the most 
productive tax system and the best organized military establishment in Europe," according to 
J. R. Hale[15, p. 68]. In Spain, the early part of the century saw "as monarchs of Castile and 
Aragon . . . men of mediocre competence whose reigns had been plagued by the revolts of 
dissident nobles and a widespread lawlessness"[15, p. 70]. In 1479, Isabella was able to end 
a five-year esistance to her succession to the throne of Castile, while her husband in the same 
year became King of Aragon, so that the union of the two crowns was announced. The history 
of their lives is one of subjecting independently minded nobles to the central power of the 
crowns. The fall of Granada in 1492, the discovery of America and the rapid response to that 
challenge by Castile, the success of the Aragonese policies and armies in the south of Italy are 
all emblems of the growing strength of Spain as the capable pair focused authority in the throne. 
In England, the jarring nobles had exhausted themselves in the War of the Roses, when the 
claimant Henry Tudor, fresh from his victory at Bosworth Field in 1485, was able to secure as 
great a power over his people as any English king had ever had, which he solidified capably 
so that the next century was ruled rigidly by his son and grandchildren. Whatever the varying 
circumstances, the common character of all of these was a centralization of authority in the 
Renaissance prince, and outside Italy, with the formation of the national state. As Eugene Rice 
wrote, 
Before 1453, we properly speak of the feudal state or feudal monarchy; after 1559, we speak 
more properly..,  of sovereign states[29, p. 2]. 
That is to say, the movement is from an assemblage of power by the nobility in some allegiance 
to a king to a focusing of power in a prince with noble but subordinate li utenants to begin to 
constitute what we understand as the national state. 
Amongst philosophers and theologians, the same concentration is noticeable. Marsilio 
Ficino (1433-1499), the founder of the so-called Florentine Neoplatonic Academy, and his able 
follower Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), in their desire for simplicity, for an 
intelligible and beautiful design and for a unifying focus through the harmonies, are led to 
attempts at unifying all the virtues in the union with the One God, thereby suggesting that here 
once more we have not merely a hierarchy but a model centering by collecting all the lines of 
speculation i  a single point--God, and God in man, and indeed, man as God. In his Oration 
on the Dignity of Man (1486), Pico takes us up the Platonic ladder of successive revelations 
until 
. . . at last, smitten by the ineffable love as by a sting, and, like the Seraphim, born outside 
ourselves, filled with the godhead, we shall be, no longer ourselves, but the very One who 
made us[28, p. 27], 
as the Christian dissolves into some Alexandrian oversoul that is the One which he becomes. 
But if this is Pico's course, and it is also yours, and mine, and all mankind's then all our 
courses ascend along our personal lines of Neoptatonic forms until we are all united in the One, 
centered in the Center, having become the Center (a figure of axial focus). Among the natural 
philosophers, the aspiration was not quite so overwhelming, and its clearest statement chron- 
ologically belongs more properly in the next century, for even though Nicolaus Copernicus 
(1473-1543) was lecturing on his heliocentric theory in Rome in 1500, his On the Revolutions 
of the Celestial Spheres was not published until 1543. This important though overrated book 
was the effusion of the desire to have a simple, clear design to the universe rather than the 
complicated, multimotional, nook-and-cranny cosmos the Medieval man accepted from Ptolemy. 
Instead of cumbersome cycles and epicycles, Copernicus desired (erroneously) simple spheres, 
and if that meant rearranging the universe, why then the universe would have to be arranged 
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anew, and he would provide the mathematics-- largely geometric--to permit it. Copernicus can 
be seen in as ridiculous a light as Pico in their obsession with focal centricity. The best minds 
of the day, if they touched Italy, were infected. Nicholas of Cusa on the Moselle (1401-1464) 
was at Padua (as Copernicus and possibly Pico later were to be, and as was Alberti earlier) in 
1417 where he took his doctorate in canon law in 1423; by 1437 he was a papal diplomat and 
in 1448 a cardinal himself. Cusanus taught that a triangle infinitely expanded is a circle, so 
that the Trinity is an infinite Unity[12, I.xxi] and that 
Only in God are we able to find a centre which is with perfect precision equidistant from all 
points, for He alone is infinite equality. God, ever to be blessed, is, therefore, the centre of 
the world: He it is who is centre of the earth, of all spheres and of all things in the world; 
and at the same time He is the infinite circumference of all[ 12, II.xi], 
Of course, like St. Augustine of Hippo and Pythagorus, Cusanus believed that the universe was 
designed, that mathematics was part of the design, that mathematics would reflect that design 
and God's hand in it, and that he was speaking by way of analogy. Nevertheless, it is curious 
that such a subtle intelligence as his would also find himself using the crossing of axes into a 
focal center that then radiated its power here extended infinitely--as if it would be a way of 
describing the nature of God. 
Before closing this all-too-quick survey, we must be reminded that the Early Renaissance 
concern with centricity was not the only "h idden" figure with geometrical properties. The 
triangle and the square and their three-dimensional expressions were ubiquitous organizing 
devices, as were indeed the other Platonic planar and solid shapes. Out of these a certain 
unawares principle of rectilinear arrest is produced. But my space is used up. 
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